


Across forty-five conversations with
association chief executives, a single
conviction surfaces with marked
consistency: the relationship between a CEO
and a board chair depends on deliberate

construction, not luck, chemistry, or

temperament. It has to be built, maintained,

and repaired with (and on) purpose.

Three meta-themes run through the interviews. The first is that this
dyad is the highest-stakes relationship in association leadership, with
effects that cascade into mission achievement, organizational culture,
staff morale, and institutional stability. The second is that successful
partnerships are engineered rather than discovered — a phrase the CEOs
return to in a dozen variations, insisting that intentionality, not affinity, is
the differentiator. The third is structural and harder to solve: association
governance runs on a compressed timeline of rotating volunteer
leaders, which means a CEO is forever building a critical relationship

against a clock that resets every year.

That last point frames the central tension of the entire study. The CEO is

the permanent fixture; the chair is temporary, often serving a single year

at the apex of a multi-year officer progression. One party holds
institutional memory and day-to-day operational command; the other
holds formal authority and conducts the CEO's performance review,

N TRODUCTON

while stepping into a demanding leadership role with little runway in
which to grow into its full scope. Every theme that follows is, in some
sense, a strategy for managing the friction generated by that
asymmetry — between permanence and rotation, between operational
depth and fiduciary authority, between the relationship that enables the

association to thrive and the short runway available to build it.
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Start Designing

This report is broken into a few sections,
starting with insights from the field—
perspective and guidance from interviews
with 43 association leaders—followed by
practical and actionable considerations
shaped by our experience working with
hundreds of associations on governance

and strategy.

CLICK TO JUMP TO SECTION

Field Insights: Summary of interviews with 43 CEOs

CONTENTS

From Findings to Practice: 8 questions to strengthen the
CEOQO/Board Chair Partnership

Contributors
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THE HIGHEST-STAKES
DYAD IN ASSOCIATION
LEADERSHIP

Asked to describe the consequences of this relationship, CEOs reach almost instinctively for the
language of magnitude and danger. CEOs describe this partnership as a determinant of
mission, culture, and continuity, not just one variable that happens to affect them. When it
works, it multiplies the organization's capacity in ways that are easy to take for granted. When it
fails, the interviews suggest, the effects go well beyond underperformance: they destabilize the
organization.

The clearest articulation of the downside

risk is strategic misalignment. Several CEOs T Rl P ——

the organization, and you know, in a
pulling in different directions on what the family, if the parents are having a

point to a specific danger: a chair and CEO

everyone notices, and it changes that
whole dynamic."

misalignment is described as more

corrosive than personality friction, because
it fractures the executive core that the rest Zack Wahlquist, CEO and EVP
of the organization takes its cues from. The Institute for Real Estate Management

culture reads the relationship, and the

metaphor one CEO used is familial: the two
leaders are the "parents" of the organization, and everyone downstream notices when the
parents are at odds.

The stakes are also intensely personal for the CEO, who occupies the structurally vulnerable
position. The chair leads the CEO's annual evaluation and, in many associations, governs
decisions about benchmarking and compensation. Several leaders described the relationship
as the implicit subject of every board meeting. This is the asymmetry that gives the dyad its
weight: the CEO carries the institution day to day, yet answers to a supervisor who rotates out
before the relationship is fully formed. The most seasoned executives resolve that tension by
refusing the hierarchy implied by it—reframing supervision as a joint enterprise and tying their
own success to the chair's, on the logic that a chair who succeeds makes the whole board, and
the CEO, succeed with them.
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DESIGNED, NOT
DISCOVERED

THE END OF THE LUCK NARRATIVE

If there is a thesis statement buried in these forty-five interviews, it is this: effective CEO-chair
relationships are the product of deliberate work sustained well past the first few meetings. The
CEOs are emphatic, almost to a person, in rejecting the romance of organic chemistry. “A
successful partnership cannot be based all on serendipity or luck... it requires a great deal of
active management," says Eric Howell, CEO, Society of Hospital Medicine.

Execs acknowled ge that some pairings click immediately, but they treat that good fortune as a
bonus, never a strategy, and they are quick to point out that the relationships that don't click
are precisely the ones that reveal whether a CEO has done the underlying work.

What replaces luck is a posture of active
authorship. Eve Lee, CEO of the Society of
Interventional Radiology, says, “I attribute 75%... if
not maybe even a little bit higher of the quality of
these relationships to something | have actively
cultivated and shaped.” Many leaders see the

one CEO says intentional
cultivation accounts for 75%

health of the relationship as primarily theirs to

of the factors that shape the build, rather than an outcome that rises or falls on
CEO/Chair relationship the chair's disp osition. For the most experienced

executives, that authorship begins long before a

chair is gaveled in, in the slow, methodical work of

molding a leader through the ranks—giving them,
meeting by meeting, the context and framework for what the role will demand.

This is a notable inversion of the conventional framing, in which the volunteer leader sets the
tone and the staff executive adapts. Here, CEOs take the lead in shaping the partnership and
they are clear that even when styles and personalities align, that rapport is never sufficient on
its own. Helping each incoming chair step confidently into a role that is often new to them is, in
their telling, a core part of the job rather than an optional courtesy.
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[No matter how similar our styles or personalities, it's] never enough to outweigh the concept
that | need to educate a person.. on how to hold the role of board chair successfully, and then,
of course, define with them what success means.

Adam Levy, Executive Director
American Cleft Palate Craniofacial Association

The practical corollary is that affinity and process are not substitutes for one another. Where
natural rapport exists, process reinforces it; where rapport is absent, process carries the
relationship until trust can form. This is the conceptual pivot of the entire report: every practice
described in the sections that follow—early dialogue, cadence, role delineation, relationship
tracking—is an expression of this single commitment to design over default.
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COMPRESSED TIMELINES
AND SHORT RUNWAYS

The structural antagonist here is time. Association
governance is b uilt on rotation: officers ascend a
multi-year ladder, terms expire on schedule, and a
chair may hold the top seat for a single year before
stepping aside. The CEO remains while lead ership
cycles through, and the result is a permanent
shortage of runway. Trust that might form naturally
over adecade in a corporate reporting relationship
must instead be established in months, then rebuilt
from a partial reset each time the chair turns over.

4
Compounding the speed problem is the volatility the o
transition itself can introduce. The interviews describe i
the elevation from board member to chair as a A
genuine psychological shift, not a procedural one. A
leader who was collegial and steady as a director can
change the moment they take the gavel, and
sometimes that change strains the partnership as a
chair performs the version of authority they imagine
the role demands, retreats into insecurity, or, in the
language of several CEOs, begins to "look under the

hood" of operations. A relationship can shift not
because anything went wrong, but because the role
reshapes the person who steps into it.

And the early period carries real risk on the readiness front: CEOs repeatedly caution that prior
board service is an imperfect proxy for chair readiness, and that incoming chairs do not always
feel prepared for what the seat actually requires. The challenge is compounded by uneven
preparation, particularly in associations whose members rarely arrive with governance
experience.

Yet the same transition that unsettles some leaders elevates others, and several CEOs were

careful to make that point. The weight of the title can concentrate a person's focus rather than
distort it, prompting a new chair to clear their plate, make real time for the association, and
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approach the work with a dedication they had not shown before. Some leaders grow visibly into
the authority the role confers, taking on a seriousness and a sense of legacy that ordinary board
service never called for; David Gammel, Executive Director of the American Association of
Physicists in Medicine observes that chairs often begin "really thinking about impact at that
point " once they reach the seat. More than one CEO described the leader they had worried
about most stepping up to exceed every expectation. The lesson is that the transition can
reshape a once stable relationship.

"When there's a shift, what I've seen is an awareness that they have greater authority
and responsibility. And so maybe that awareness means that they know that they have
to be bringing their best foot forward every day... you might be more on top of your
game.

Debbie Trueblood, CEO
NIGP: The Institute for Public Procurement

The most underappreciated consequence, the

CEOs argue, is that each new chair is effectively i n

a new organization. The assumption that a new | think too many people just think, ‘hey,
chair means simply "new year, same game" is new chair, new year, same game. And a
the trap. That change can reconfigure the colleague of mine said to me once, ‘every
entire dynamic. Layered onto this is the sheer time you get a new board member, you
variability between successive chairs: one year's get a new board.

leader may run a multinational; the next year's

may run a business a thousand times smaller, Jarrod Clabaugh, President & CEO
with an entirely different library of business Ohio Society of Association Professionals

acumen and an entirely different set of needs.

Even within a single field, what each leader
carries into the seat—their background, profile,
and relationship to the politics of the profession
—sets the terms of the relationship anew. The
CEO who calibrated perfectly to one chair must
recalibrate for the next, on the same
compressed clock.
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ARCHITECTING THE
RELATIONSHIP

Dialogue, Cadence, and the

Discipline of Tending

Having rejected luck and named the clock as the enemy, the CEOs describe a remarkably
consistent toolkit for building the relationship deliberately and early. Three practices recur:
foundational dialogue, disciplined cadence, and an almost CRM-like rigor in tracking the
human details of the leaders they serve.

The work begins with the one-on-one which is

“My advice is always: shut up and initiated, the CEOs are careful to note, by the

ask questions, and then shut up executive. These early conversations are framed
and listen to the answer. Let them as a "safe space"” for candor and a chance to
tell you... usually within the first 10

: : surface the chair's vision, priorities, and
minutes, they’re gonna give you

communication preferences before the

all the keys.”

pressures of governance arrive. The most
Gary LaBranche, CEO counterintuitive discipline within that dialogue
Risk and Insurance Management is restraint: the best executives treat listening,

Society not advising, as the first move.

Crucially, many CEOs do not wait for a leader to become chair-elect to start. They begin while a
future chair is still a committee member or trustee (sometimes years out) using "warm-up"
conversations and pipeline cultivation to mold the relationship from inception. The runway may
be short once a chair takes office, but a CEO who starts early effectively extends it backward in
time. Where governance allows a longer term, that early investment can be formalized into the
cadence itself, so that a standing weekly call with the sitting president—one that includes the
president-elect as a matter of course—doubles as on-the-job training for the leader who comes

next.

The second practice is cadence. A standing, protected rhythm of communication recurs across
the interviews as a near-universal discipline, and several CEOs treat it as inviolable For Patti
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Montague, Chief Executive Officer with the School Nutrition Association, that discipline means
a standing weekly meeting with the president and a check-in with every board member at
least every six weeks. The cadence pulls the relationship out of email and into genuine
connection, and it prevents the partnership from defaulting to the transactional. It also extends
past the end of a term: several CEOs describe deliberately tending the relationship with an
outgoing chair, who can otherwise feel suddenly unmoored when the role and its rhythms drop
away.

The third practice is the least visible of the three, and possibly the most revealing: CEOs apply to
their volunteer leaders the same systematic attention more commonly reserved for major-
donor stewardship. They keep spreadsheets and phone-contact notes on children's names,
spouses, birthdays, hometowns, and favorite teams. That level of detail is less sentimental than
it looks: it is how these CEOs make sure they know the whole person, not just the professional
role, before they have to lead them through something difficult. The "human" side of the
relationship, in their hands, is not left to chance any more than the strategic side is.

I have a spreadsheet of my board ... what are their kids' names, or their favorite things..
investing in them personally is really important.

Lindsay Currie, Executive Officer
Council on Undergraduate Research
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SWIM LANES

Role Clarity as a Trust Mechanism

The CEOs are unanimous on a counterintuitive point: trust in this relationship has more to do
with structure than emotion. The deepest trust they describe grows not from rapport but from
a shared, explicit understanding of who is responsible for what: the boundary between
governance and operations, between the board's fiduciary role and the staff's executional one.
When the lanes are clear, both leaders can spend their energy on execution rather than on
protecting territory.

That clarity often has to be taught, because many incoming leaders simply do not know what
the role entails—sometimes not even its legal weight. The most effective CEOs build formal
orientation precisely to close that gap, and the moment of recognition can be stark. John
Segota, Executive Director, National Association for Gifted Children, addressed this head-on: “I
did a governance 101 with them, explaining the three fiduciary duties of boards, that these are
legal obligations... and | just remember watching the color drain from everyone’s face.
Unfortunately, it was news to some of them.”

Role ambiguity, in the interviews, is the proximate cause of the dysfunction CEOs most fear:
micromanagement. A new chair who is uncertain of the role's boundaries tends to default into
operational interference, feeling obligated to know every detail of staff-level work, or to have an
answer for every question. The CEOs describe this not as malice but as the natural failure mode
of an underprepared leader filling a vacuum of definition with activity. And the damage radiates
outward. When a chair crosses into operations, the CEOs warn, the chair effectively removes the
fiduciary hat, with consequences for the board's actual governance duty and staff, watching the
confusion, begin to second-guess which leader to follow. To guard against it, some executives
build a structural buffer—a small standing group of officers they meet with regularly—that
keeps the relationship anchored to the strategic plan rather than to any single chair’'s running
wish list.

The remedy the CEOs describe is documentation and education, applied without apology. They
build decision trees and flowcharts that distinguish strategy from operations, embed those
tools in annual board onboarding, and assign tasks in writing so that accountability replaces
the "blame game.”
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"I think a big part of that is having a very transparent, explicit decision tree. Saying, ‘this
is what operations is, this is what strategy is.’ | include this every single year in our
onboarding."

Celia Zamora, Executive Director, American Council of Academic Physical Therapy

CEOs frame role clarity not as a constraint on the chair but as a gift to the relationship: a
partnership of equals, each respecting the other's expertise, is only possible once both parties
trust that the other will stay in—and own—their lane. As Chris Stelzig, Executive Director,
Entomological Society of America put it, "Shared understanding of the roles would be the key
part of that a strong relationship.. knowing where the swim lanes are, knowing what I'm doing,
knowing what you're doing, and trusting that we're both gonna do it."
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WHEN IT SOURS

Warning Signs, Repair, and the Silence Around

Failure

Many CEOs are fluent in the early-warning signs of a relationship that is struggling. The first is
almost always a change in communication: emails going unopened, responses slowing to a
crawl, urgent messages ignhored, or a creeping passive-aggression. Several CEOs trust intuition
as the earliest alarm, a felt sense of being "off track” that precedes any concrete evidence.
Surfacing it gently, as a shared observation rather than an accusation, is its own skill. When
strain becomes visible to others the organizational cost compounds, because the board reads
the discord and the whole dynamic curdles.

A subtler source of strain is inherited rather than created—a chair shaped by a prior era of
mistrust, or by a culture the new CEO had no hand in building. The most experienced
executives meet this not by taking it personally but by reading it as history, reminding
themselves that the wariness predates them and de-escalating accordingly rather than
matching it.

The repair playbook is more varied, but it centers on having a courageous conversation: naming
the friction directly and inviting the chair into solving it. Done well, the results can be
transformative. One CEO recounts a hard conversation that opened into a three-hour exchange
and reset the relationship entirely; another gave a president pointed feedback about the limits
of the role and watched the leader self-correct. Where directness feels too risky, CEOs route
feedback through a trusted past chair or peer, or use data and analysis as a neutral "truth
bomb" that lets the chair see what the CEO sees without feeling attacked. But repair has limits
the CEOs are honest about: a genuine personality mismatch can prove unworkable, and
damage left unaddressed too long becomes, in one leader's phrase, self-inflicted and very hard
to recover from.

The most important finding on this topic is also the most uncomfortable. Discussing a failing
chair relationship requires a degree of psychological safety that, several CEOs attest, does not
reliably exist even in the peer environments designed to provide it. The need for a protected
"cone of silence" recurs, and one CEO observes pointedly that the deficit of safety falls hardest

VISTA COVA | BUILT BY DESIGN 12



on certain leaders, naming people of color and women of color specifically as those least able to
"call a spade a spade" about their boards without risking their own standing. The result is that
some of the hardest cases are carried alone and the interviews suggest that when CEOs cannot

find a safe place to process these failures, departure is often the outcome.

Read together, these interviews describe a short list of practices that
recur across very different organizations, personalities, and fields. The
CEOs who describe strong partnerships begin relationship-building
years before a chair takes the gavel. They protect a standing meeting
regardless of how busy the calendar gets. They track the personal details
of the leaders they serve as carefully as a fundraiser tracks a major donor,
and they draw a clear line between governance and operations before
that line gets tested under pressure. The executives who described
strained partnerships rarely lacked talent or good intentions; more often,
they had never turned these habits into a system, and were improvising
them for the first time under pressure.

The eight questions that follow turn those field-tested habits into a
working framework that CEOs, chairs, and boards can put to use directly:
how to build trust before the organization needs it, how to align a board
around risk, how to give a board room to think beyond its next agenda
item, and more. Each question closes with two short prompts, one for
the CEO and one for the chair, grounded in the same conviction the
executives interviewed here kept returning to on their own: that a strong
CEO/chair partnership takes deliberate, decision-by-decision work to
build rather than developing on its own.
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FROM FINDING TO
PRACTICE

Eight Questions That
Strengthen the CEO/
Chair Partnership

The interviews behind this paper point to a clear reality in association
leadership: the CEO/chair relationship sits close to the center of how well
the board, staff, and organization can move together. At its best, this
partnership becomes a source of organizational steadiness. It gives the
board greater confidence in its own work. It gives the CEO a trusted
partner for thinking through complexity, navigating governance
dynamics, and advancing mission with the support of volunteer
leadership. It helps staff experience governance as aligned rather than
unpredictable. It allows hard questions to be raised earlier, strategic
choices to be framed more clearly, and moments of tension to be
navigated with greater care.

A relationship of strength and trust also creates momentum. When the
CEO and chair understand one another, communicate consistently, and
share a clear sense of purpose, the organization can move with greater
clarity. Decisions do not need to be re-litigated through side
conversations. Board meetings can spend more time on the future and
less time interpreting intent. The CEO can lead with confidence rather
than guarded ness. The chair can experience their term as a meaningful
act of stewardship rather than a year spent reacting, translating, or
refereeing. The board can focus more fully on the work only it can do:
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holding purpose, stewarding resources, asking better questions, and guiding the organization
toward the future it exists to create.

That positive potential is reason enough to invest in the partnership. The risks of a strained
relationship make the case even more urgent. When the partnership weakens, the effects
travel. They show up in board meetings, executive sessions, staff confidence, strategic progress,
and the CEQO'’s ability to lead with the full support of governance. The organization may still
function, but it often does so with extra friction. Energy that could be going toward mission
gets pulled into interpretation, repair, caution, and navigation.

This relationship deserves deliberate attention because it carries a unique kind of weight. The
board remains the fiduciary body. Authority belongs to the board as a whole. The chair does not
replace the board, and a healthy partnership should never elevate one volunteer leader above
the collective responsibilities of governance. At the same time, the chair often shapes the
conditions through which the board does its work. They help guide agendas, facilitate board
dialogue, partner with the CEO on leadership communication, and frequently play a central role
in the CEO evaluation process. Their relationship with the CEO can either strengthen the
board’s ability to govern or complicate it.

Vista Cova’s point of view is that this partnership should be designed with the same care an
organization brings to strategy, governance structure, and leadership develop ment. Strong
CEO/chair relationships are built before the moment of need. They are tended through rhythm,
clarity, and mutual accountability. They are repaired through direct conversation b efore strain
becomes story. They are sustained by people willing to treat partnership as a practice in service
of mission.

For CEQOs, this requires a particular kind of lead ership discipline. Because the CEO is often the
continuous leadership presence while volunteer officers rotate through time-limited roles, the
CEO frequently becomes the architect of continuity. That does not mean the CEO carries the
responsibility alone. It does mean the CEO is often best positioned to prepare the ground,
extend the runway, and help each incoming chair understand the role they are stepping into.

For chairs and incoming chairs, the invitation is equally important. The gavel d oes not create
instant readiness. The chair role asks for a shift from individual perspective to board
stewardship, from personal lead ership style to governance facilitation, and from representing
one’s own view to helping the full board do its best thinking. A strong chair understands that
partnership with the CEO is one of the ways the board protects mission, strengthens oversight,
and models the culture it expects from the organization.
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The following eight questions offer a practical frame for CEOs, chairs, chair-elects, and boards that
want to strengthen this leadership partnership with intention.

THE EIGHT QUESTIONS AT A GLANCE

1. Howdo the CEO and chair build a relationship of trust before the
organization needs it?

2. Howdo the CEO and chair help the board understand and align
around risk tolerance?

How do the CEO and chair elevate the futurist potential of board
members?

How do the CEO and chair help the board create capacity for
innovation?

How do the CEO and chair design board time for meaning,
impact, and clarity?

How do the CEO and chair help the board make higher-quality
decisions?

How do the CEO, chair, and board become stronger champions of
mission?

How do the CEO and chair make evaluation and succession part
of lead ership learning?
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QUESTION 1

How do the CEO and chair build a relationship of
trust before the organization needs it?

Trust grows through consistency, shared experience, and the repeated evidence that people will
do what they say, speak with care, and keep the organization’s interests at the center. In
association governance, there is a challenge built into the structure itself: the clock is already

running.

A chair may serve for one year. An officer progression may move quickly. A board member may
enter leadership with deep professional expertise and limited governance preparation. A CEO
may have years of organizational context, while the incoming chair is still learning the full scope
of the role. The relationship needs trust before time alone has had the chance to produce it.

That is why the groundwork should begin before someone becomes chair. CEOs can use
individual conversations with board members and future officers to understand each leader’s
journey, priorities, communication style, and hopes for the organization. These conversations also
give the CEO a chance to share strategic context, current pressures, key decisions ahead, and the
deeper story of how the organization has arrived where it is.

This kind of relationship-building is leadership preparation. It allows the future chair to become
familiar with the organization’s direction before they are responsible for helping guide the board
through it. It gives the CEO a clearer sense of how that leader listens, processes information, asks
guestions, and responds to complexity. It also creates a place where mutual expectations can
form gradually, rather than all at once after the gavel changes hands.

The chair-elect year, when one exists, should be treated as more than ceremonial waiting time. It
is a leadership learning year. The CEO and chair-elect can begin discussing board culture,
meeting design, strategic priorities, risk tolerance, communication norms, and the chair's role in
facilitating governance. In some organizations, the president-elect or chair-elect may be included
in select CEO/chair conversations as part of a deliberate transition rhythm. When handled with
clarity and respect for the sitting chair, this can help preserve continuity and reduce the sense
that each chair year starts from scratch.

Trust is also strengthened by attending to the whole person. Knowing a board leader’s
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professional pressures, family context, preferred
communication habits, travel realities, or even small
details such as birthdays, allergies, or beverage
preferences may seem minor. It rarely feels minor to
the person being remembered. These details help
leaders feel seen as people rather than processed as
roles. In a volunteer governance environment, that
kind of care matters.

The human behaviors that hold trust together
deserve equal attention. The CEO and chair should
work from a shared commitment to early
communication. If something is changing, say so. If
a deadline will be missed, name it. If a concern is
forming, raise it before it hardens. If a board
member is unsettled, if staff are affected by a
governance conversation, or if a member issue may
become visible, the CEO and chair should avoid
letting the other discover it secondhand. Surprises
may be welcome at parties. They are rarely
welcome in leadership.

Empathetic listening also matters. This means
listening for the full story before responding,

esp ecially in moments of tension. It means

assuming best intent long enough to understand

what someone is actually trying to communicate. It means allowing room for imp erfection,
because leadership learning always includes moments where people do not get it exactly right
the first time.

Accountability is equally central. Trust grows when people do what they said they would do,
when they do it by the time they said they would do it, and when they proactively update one
another if something changes. This applies to the CEO, the chair, and the board. It includes
follow-through on decisions, communication commitments, evaluation processes, and the way
lead ers show up for one another.

A healthy partnership also requires the willingness to say hard things. The CEO may need to tell

the chair when board behavior is harming staff confidence, when an agenda is overloaded, when
a conversation is drifting into operations, or when the chair's communication is creating
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confusion. The chair may need to tell the CEO when the board needs more context, when trust is
weakening, when materials are unclear, or when the CEO’s approach is leaving board members
behind.

Hard truths land better when they are framed in service of possibility. The point is to protect the
partnership and the mission. A useful pattern is to name what you are seeing, explain why it
matters, invite the other person into interpretation, and ask what can be done together.

A standing CEO/chair meeting is one of the simplest and most important practices. The rhythm
should be protected. The conversation should include immediate needs, upcoming board
dynamics, strategic concerns, lead ership questions, and places where either leader needs
support. The relationship cannot be sustained only through board packets, emails, or urgent calls.
It needs a regular space where trust has somewhere to live.

PUT IN PRACTICE

4 N [ N\
For CEOs For Chairs
Begin early, listen deeply, and Treat partnership with the CEO
extend the runway for trust as part of your stewardship of
before the chair term begins. the board’s work.
o / J

CEO/CHAIR ANNUAL ALIGNMENT @

CONVERSATION GUIDE cLicK!
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QUESTION 2

How do the CEO and chair help the board

understand and align around risk tolerance?

Many moments of tension between CEOs and
boards are, at their core, moments of risk
misalignment. One leader sees a proposal as a
necessary step toward relevance. Another sees
the same proposal as exposure. One sees
public advocacy as mission fulfillment. Another
sees reputational danger. One sees a pilot as a
responsible experiment. Another sees it as
distraction.

The CEO and chair have an important shared
responsibility here: they can help the board
talk about risk before a major decision forces
the conversation under pressure.

For associations and nonprofits, risk tolerance
describes how much uncertainty or potential
downside the organization is willing to accept
in pursuit of its mission and goals. It requires
the board and CEO to ask which risks are
worth taking, which risks require mitigation,
and which risks exceed the organization’s
current capacity. A board’s comfort with risk
directly shapes innovation, advocacy,
investment, partnership, and change.

Risk tolerance also changes over time. A
board’s posture may shift after a financial loss,
a successful initiative, a leadership transition, a
public controversy, a reserves increase, or a
change in member expectations. The CEO and
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chair should revisit risk as a recurring
leadership conversation rather than assuming
last year’s appetite still applies.

A useful risk conversation includes several
dimensions: operational, financial, reputational,
strategic, and governance risk. Operational risk
considers the systems, processes, people, and
infrastructure needed to deliver the work.
Financial risk considers revenue, reserves,
investments, and sustainability. Reputational
risk considers trust, credibility, public
perception, and alignment with values.
Strategic risk considers choices that could
redefine the organization’s future. Governance
risk considers decision clarity, authority, role
alignment, and leadership process.

The CEO can help by making risk visible in
decision materials. The chair can help by
making sure the board actually discusses that
risk at the right level. Every major decision can
include a brief risk lens: What is the upside?
What could go wrong? What resources are we
placing at risk? What early signals would tell us
to pause or pivot? What is the consequence of
waiting? What is the risk if we take no action?

The question of inaction deserves the same

seriousness as the question of action. Boards
often spend significant time examining the
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danger of doing something new and less time examining the cost of staying still. Yet the cost of
staying still can be substantial. It may show up as lost relevance, missed partnership, declining
member confidence, staff frustration, or a diminished ability to shape the future of the field.

The chair’s role is to help the board hold the risk conversation with discipline. The chair does not
need to eliminate concern or push the board toward boldness for its own sake. The chair helps
make sure the board is evaluating risk through mission, values, strategy, and capacity rather than
fear, habit, or anecdote. The CEO’s role is to help the board see the full picture clearly enough to
govern with courage and care.

PUT IN PRACTICE

4 N [ N\
For CEOs For Chairs
Introduce risk language before Help the board balance courage
the board is under pressure to and caution through a mission-
decide. centered lens.
o / J

BOARD RISK TOLERANCE PULSE CHECK

CLICK!
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QUESTION 3
How do the CEO and chair elevate the futurist

potential of board members?

Board members often arrive with strong instincts for
solving problems. In their professional lives, many are
rewarded for producing, deciding, managing, and
fixing. These capacities are valuable. Board service
asks them to add another muscle: the ability to look
ahead.

The CEO and chair can work together to help the
board practice that future-facing responsibility. The
CEO often brings staff perspective, member data,
research, peer conversations, operational signals, and
partner insights. Board members bring field
experience, external perspective, and professional
pattern recognition. The chair shapes the space
where those insights can be explored with curiosity,
discipline, and enough time for meaning to emerge.

The board'’s role includes helping the organization
understand what may be changing around it. What
is emerging in the profession or field? What

assumptions are weakening? What member needs
are forming before they are fully visible? What technology, workforce, regulatory, demographic,
or economic shifts could affect the organization’s future relevance?

Future-focused board work needs a repeatable pattern. It should be more than an annual “blue
sky” conversation with sticky notes and good intentions. The CEO can help build systems of early
detection by gathering signals from staff, members, industry partners, allied organizations,
thought leaders, committees, and external research. The chair can help ensure those signals are
not treated as an interesting report, but as material for governance-level sensemaking.
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A helpful structure is to ask the board to examine four layers of time. First, what past truths have
shaped our current assumptions? Second, what is true in the present that we need to
understand clearly? Third, what appears likely in the near future, perhaps six to twenty-four
months ahead? Fourth, what horizon issues may b e further out but worth watching now?

This helps the board move beyond reacting to the latest issue. It gives leaders a way to separate
immediate noise from meaningful signal. It also helps the board avoid treating current success as
evidence that the same model will continue to serve the organization ind efinitely.

The CEO and chair can also build futurist capacity by making future-focused dialogue part of the
board’s regular rhythm. If the board only practices generative thinking once a year at a retreat, it
will always feel unfamiliar when the organization needs it most. A recurring cadence helps board
members develop the muscle of looking ahead, questioning assump tions, noticing weak signals,
and connecting emerging possibilities to mission and strategy.

The chair’s facilitation matters here. Future-focused conversations can feel less tidy than
operational updates or decisions with a clear motion at the end. They often require curiosity,
disagreement, imagination, and patience. The CEO can bring the future into view. The chair can
help the board stay in that conversation long enough to do something useful with it.

PUT IN PRACTICE

4 N [ N\
For CEOs For Chairs
Bring the future to the board in Protect time for the board to
a structured way, grounded in think beyond the next decision.
evidence and connected to
strategy.
o / J

EMERGING ISSUES SIGNAL SCAN

CLICK!
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QUESTION 4

How do the CEO and chair help the board create
cap acity for innovation?

Innovation requires capacity. Capacity rarely appears by accident.

Many associations add new programs, new memb er offerings, new partnerships, new meetings,
new technology, and new strategic initiatives without creating a corresponding practice for
deciding what should be paused, sunset, maintained, or redesigned. Over time, the organization
becomes crowded. Staff capacity gets stretched. Board attention gets diluted. The appetite for
innovation remains high while the space for innovation disappears.

Strategic abandonment is a fiduciary responsibility. The full board owns that resp onsibility
because it is tied to stewardship of mission, resources, relevance, and future impact. Yet the
practice often needs to be shepherded by the CEO and chair together. The CEO can help the
board see the operational, financial, strategic, and cultural realities of carrying too much. The
chair can help the board approach those realities as governance work rather than as a critique of
the past.

This distinction matters. Board members may have deep attachment to long-standing programs,
events, committees, or traditions. Some may have helped create them. Some may fear that
ending a program dishonors the people who b uilt it. Some may worry that members will
interpret change as loss rather than stewardship. The CEO and chair can help the board honor
what an effort has meant while still asking whether it remains the best use of the organization’s
finite capacity.

The language used in these conversations can either open or close the door. Words such as
sunset, pause, maintain, invest, and develop give leaders more room than a simple continue-or-
cut frame. They allow the board to see a portfolio of choices. Some efforts may deserve renewed
investment. Some may need redesign. Some may need to be maintained at a different level.
Some may need to end with gratitude so that something more mission-critical can begin.

The CEO can help by bringing the board periodic reviews of programs, initiatives, and resource
investments. Which efforts are central to mission and strategy? Which are valued but

underperforming? Which consume disprop ortionate staff time? Which exist because of history
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more than impact? Which could be redesigned? Which should be allowed to end with
appreciation for what they once made possible?

The chair’s role is to help the board stay in stewardship mode. The conversation should not
become defensive, nostalgic, or overly operational. It should remain focused on mission return,
strategic relevance, organizational capacity, and the future the association is trying to create. The
chair can also help normalize the idea that ending something can be an act of leadership rather
than a sign of failure.

Innovation also benefits from clarity about what the organization means by the word itself.
Innovation may mean greater efficiency. It may mean a better member experience. It may mean
a new business model, program, partnership, or way of creating impact. Without a shared
definition, board and staff may use the same word while imagining different kinds of change.

Healthy innovation practice includes a reasonable number of experiments, multiple pathways
rather than a single all-or-nothing bet, and a willingness to share what was learned from efforts
that did not work as expected. The CEO and chair can help the board see innovation and
abandonment as two parts of the same fiduciary discipline: making room for the work that best
advances mission now and into the future.

PUT IN PRACTICE

4 N )
For CEOs For Chairs
Help the board see the capacity Help the board treat strategic
cost of carrying everything abandonment as stewardship of
forward. future impact.
- DN J

STRATEGIC ABANDONMENT AND
INNOVATION CAPACITY MATRIX elLetd
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QUESTION 5

How do the CEO and chair design board time for
meaning, impact, and clarity?

Time is one of the most precious contributions board members make. They give it through board
meetings, committee meetings, preparation, travel, calls, events, member conversations, and the
informal work of leadership. The CEO and chair have a shared responsibility to make sure that
time is used in ways that board members experience as meaningful, necessary, and connected to
mission.

A strong board meeting should allow members to walk away able to say several things with
confidence: their time was well used, their voice was needed and welcomed, their preparation
mattered, the work connected to organizational impact, and they understand the decisions,
directions, and next steps that emerged.

That outcome rarely happens by accident. It requires intentional design by the CEO and chair
before the meeting ever begins.

Preparation is part of the meeting experience. Duty of care requires board memberstobe
informed, but information can overwhelm as easily as it can prepare. The CEO and chair should
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consider what board members truly need to read, watch, hear, or review in order to participate
well. Materials should clarify what is being asked of the board, what decision or discussion is
ahead, how the item connects to mission and strategy, and what preparation will allow the board
member to contribute at the right level.

Board meetings often lose energy when they are filled with committee report recitation, remedial
guestions, repetition of previously discussed issues, updates that could have been handled in
writing, or conversations where the same voices speak first and longest. Another common drain
is preparation without purpose, when board members do the reading but cannot see how that
preparation shaped the actual meeting. Few things weaken board engagement faster than
leaving a meeting with the quiet question: why did | need to be there?

The CEO and chair can design the agenda to prevent that drift. Each agenda item should have a
clear intention. Is the board being asked for awareness, feedback, brainstorming, prioritization, or
decision? The approach should match the intent. Some items may need a presentation with
guestions. Some may need one-on-one reflection, small group dialogue, generative conversation,
or formal parliamentary action. The lead voice should also be clear. Who is introducing the item?
Who is facilitating the discussion? Where does the CEO need to provide context, and where
should the chair hold the board in dialogue?

A meaningful meeting rhythm often includes time for relationship-building or learning, a consent
agenda for routine items, generative or futurist conversation, strategic business tied to
organizational priorities, and clarity on what comes next. One practical model might allocate
approximately 10% of meeting time to relationship-building or learning, 5% to the consent
agenda, 30-35% to generative or futurist discussion, 40-50% to strategic business tied to
organizational priorities, and 5% to clarity on decisions, direction, and next steps. The exact
percentages will shift depending on the meeting, but the larger point is that board time should
be intentionally designed around the work only the board can do.

That 30-35% generative or futurist space is especially important. It gives the board regular
practice in asking larger questions, exploring implications, testing assumptions, and looking
ahead. A board that never has time to think beyond reports and immediate decisions will
struggle to become a true strategic partner. By protecting generative time, the CEO and chair
help futurist thinking become a board habit rather than a retreat exercise.

The chair’s facilitation is central. Chairs need fluency in the agenda before the meeting begins.
They should understand the purpose of each item, the desired outcome, the likely tension points,
the timing, and the decision path. They should track who is speaking, who has not yet entered
the conversation, where the board is repeating itself, and when the group needs help moving
toward clarity.
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The CEO’s role is to serve as partner, coach, information source, and debrief confidante. Before
the meeting, the CEO can help the chair anticipate dynamics and clarify the purpose of each
item. During the meeting, the CEO can provide context, surface implications, and support the
board’s understanding. After the meeting, the CEO and chair can debrief what worked, what
dragged, who participated, what decisions were clear, and what should be adjusted next time.
Board meeting design should also be evaluated. Someone can track the intended design against
what actually happened. Did the agenda use time well? Did the board have the right
information? Were the right voices in the conversation? Did the discussion match the stated
purpose of the item? What do we wish had gone differently? What would make the next
meeting stronger?

The best board meetings do more than move through business. They strengthen the board’s
sense of purpose, connection, contribution, and impact. That experience is designed through the
partnership of a CEO who understands the work and a chair who can help the board do that work
well.

PUT IN PRACTICE

( N [ N\
For CEOs For Chairs
Design preparation and agenda Facilitate the meeting so board
materials that help board members experience meaning,
members contribute at the level impact, and clarity.

of governance.

BOARD AGENDA DESIGN MAP

CLICK!
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QUESTION 6

How do the CEO and chair help the board make

higher-quality decisions?

Boards make better decisions when they
understand the purpose of the conversation,
the strategic context, the options available, the
risks involved, and the criteria for success.
Decision quality is rarely improved by more
information alone. It improves when
information is structured for judgment.

The CEO and chair share responsibility for
creating the conditions in which the board can
exercise that judgment well. The CEO often
shapes the information and options that come
forward. The chair shapes how the board
engages those options. Together, they
influence whether a decision becomes a
rushed vote, an unfocused discussion, or a
disciplined act of governance.

The CEO can help by placing mission, purpose,
and strategic priorities at the front of board
decision-making. This can be done in simple
and visible ways: agenda headers tied to
strategic priorities, placemats with mission and
values, opening reminders about the
organization’s north star, or decision briefs that
explicitly name which strategic priority is being
advanced.

Board members also need permission to ask
better questions. Before a board meeting, the
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CEO can invite questions for understanding so
staff can clarify materials in advance. During
the meeting, the chair can create space for
inquiry before debate begins. This helps
prevent board members from jumping too
quickly into positions before they have
explored the issue fully.

A strong decision process also recognizes that
board members are not universal experts. They
bring wisdom, experience, and perspective, but
some topics require additional insight. Subject
matter experts, member pulse surveys,
advisory groups, staff briefings, and external
research can all help the board understand the
decision in front of them. The key is to bring
expertise in a way that informs the board’s role
rather than overwhelms or distracts from it.

The chair can improve decision quality by
creating space for all voices. Many boards have
predictable participation patterns. Some
members speak first. Some speak often. Some
process internally and need a moment before
entering the conversation. Some will disagree
only if the room feels safe enough. Good
facilitation includes pauses, invitations, small
group reflection when useful, and an
awareness of who has and has not spoken.
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The CEO can also bring hindsight into the room. Past precedent can help the board understand
what has been tried, what was learned, and why certain choices were made. This should be

offered as organizational memory rather than as a way to shut down new thinking. Used well,

hindsight becomes a learning asset.

After major decisions, the CEO and chair can debrief the process. Did the board have what it

needed? Were the options clear? Did the conversation surface the right questions? Did the board

understand the risks? Was the decision connected to strategy? What should be improved next

time?

PUT IN PRACTICE

For CEOs

Structure information so the
board can exercise judgment,
not just receive updates.
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~
For Chairs
Facilitate the board toward
clarity, participation, and
decision discipline.
J
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QUESTION 7

How do the CEO, chair, and board become
stronger champions of mission?

Leadership voice matters. Members, partners,
policymakers, funders, staff, and stakeholders listen
differently when a message comes from a CEO, a
chair, or arespected volunteer leader. A strong
CEO/chair partnership clarifies how those voices
work together.

A champion of mission is a respected leader who
uses their voice to share the organization’s
purpose, focus, work, and impact. Champions help
others understand why the organization matters
and invite them to contribute to its future. They
may do this through public speaking, writing, social

media, one-on-one conversations, member
outreach, hosting discussions, moderating panels, making introd uctions, or telling the stories of

members and communities served.

Every board member will not champion in the same way. Some are gifted speakers. Some are
thoughtful writers. Some are natural connectors. Some are most powerful in small conversations.
Some can represent the organization externally, while others may be better suited to internal
member engagement. The CEO and chair can help identify these preferences and align
opportunities accordingly.

This work also requires clarity about the CEO’s voice. The CEO often serves as the organization’s
most consistent public and internal communicator. The chair may also have important moments
of visibility. The goal is alignment, not competition. There should be clarity about when the CEO
speaks, when the chair speaks, when they appear together, and when other board voices should
be elevated.

This is especially important d uring sensitive moments. Public issues, member concerns, advocacy
positions, leadership transitions, or organizational change may require careful coordination. The
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CEO and chair should discuss voice before those moments arrive. Who is the right messenger?
What is the message? What is the intended audience? What should be held by the board, by the
CEO, by the chair, or by staff?

The chair can help the board understand that championing is part of governance culture. Board
members are not only decision-makers insid e the boardroom; they are ambassad ors of purpose
outside it. That requires preparation, confidence, and shared language.

PUT IN PRACTICE

g N [ N
For CEOs For Chairs
Help board leaders find Model aligned leadership voice
authentic ways to champion the and invite board members into
mission while protecting meaningful ambassadorship.

message clarity.
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QUESTION 8

How do the CEO and chair make evaluation and
succession part of lead ership learning?

Evaluation and succession are often treated as separate governance responsibilities. In practice,
they are deeply connected. Both ask the organization to consider leadership performance,
growth, continuity, and readiness for the future. Both require trust. Both can either strengthen
the CEO/chair partnership or expose places where the partnership lacks clarity.

Evaluation can strengthen trust when it is clear, fair, timely, and connected to learning. It can
damage trust when exp ectations are vague, feedback is delayed, process is inconsistent, or the
CEO experiences evaluation as a surprise rather than a cycle.

The CEO review process should begin with clarity at the start of the year. The CEO, chair, and
appropriate board leadership should understand what success will be evaluated against. That
may includ e strategic progress, organizational performance, financial stewardship, leadership,
culture, board partnership, staff develop ment, external positioning, and personal growth goals.
The process should consider effort, progress, results, and context.

The chair plays a significant role in protecting the integrity of the process. This includes ensuring
the review is grounded in agreed-upon expectations, informed by appropriate input, and
conducted with the seriousness owed to the person leading the organization. The chair should
also help the board understand the difference between CEO evaluation and general board
frustration, individual preference, or episodic reaction.

The CEO can strengthen the process by naming their own learning journey. Where is the CEO
seeking to grow? What lead ership capacities are they developing? What support, coaching, peer
learning, or professional development are they pursuing? When the CEO can discuss growth
openly, it also creates an opportunity to discuss board growth.

Boards also need evaluation. A board that never assesses its own performance has limited ability
to strengthen its governance. Board evaluation may examine how the board functions as a team,
how well it understands strategy, how effectively it uses meeting time, how it practices fiduciary

responsibilities, how individual members contribute, and where future development is needed.
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The CEO can help structure a board evaluation process while respecting the board’s ownership of
its own governance. The chair can help the board receive the results as learning rather than
judgment. This is especially useful in boards with renewal terms, where evaluation can help
inform future service, leadership develop ment, and succession.

Succession planning belongs in this same learning frame. Succession planning is not a broken
promise. It is one of the ways lead ers demonstrate care for the mission beyond their own tenure.
The CEO/chair partnership should make room for honest conversations about future lead ership
without treating those conversations as disloyal, premature, or threatening.

In associations, succession is always present on the board side because volunteer lead ership
rotates. Each chair is temporary. Each officer progression is a form of succession planning,
whether the organization names it or not. The question is whether that succession is intentional
enough to prepare people for the roles they will hold.

The CEO can help by identifying what future chairs need to learn before they reach the role. This
may include governance fundamentals, financial literacy, facilitation skills, strategic context, risk
tolerance, board culture, member dynamics, and the CEO/chair partnership itself. The chair can
help by mentoring the next leader, making space for the chair-elect to observe key conversations,
and treating transition as part of the role rather than an afterthought.

CEO succession is more sensitive, but equally important. A board that has never discussed
emergency succession, long-term lead ership continuity, or the CEO’s future growth creates
unnecessary vulnerability. These conversations can be handled with care. They do not need to
imply that the CEO is leaving. They can be framed as stewardship, risk management, and
organizational maturity.

The CEO can help by ensuring key systems, relationships, and knowledge are not overly
dependent on one person. The board can help by building a healthy evaluation and support
process that includes the CEO’s own aspirations, development, and long-term thinking. The chair
can help create the trust needed for these conversations to occur without unnecessary fear.
Succession planning also applies to board culture. What lead ership behaviors should carry
forward ? What patterns should end with the current cycle? What does each chair have a
responsibility to leave stronger for the next? A successful chair term should be measured not only
by what happened during that year, but also by how well the next leader was prepared to
continue the work.
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PUT IN PRACTICE

" N\ )
For CEOs For Chairs
Help evaluation and succession Protect clarity, fairness, growth,
become part of a year-round and continuity as part of
learning cycle. leadership stewardship.
o 2N J

RELATED EVALUATION &
SUCCESSION RESOURCES

Because CEO evaluation, board assessment, and CEO succession planning each benefit from
established, field-tested resources, this appendix focuses on the five templates most directly tied
to the CEO/chair partnership practices explored in this paper. For organizations ready to go
deeper on evaluation and succession, the following resources may be useful companion

references:

For CEO succession planning
The Association CEO Succession Toolkit: A Preparation Guide for Leadership Transitions by Gary

LaBranche, FASAE, CAE

For CEO evaluation
ASAE/AGI's Assessment of the Association CEO

For board evaluation
ASAE and BoardSource’s Board Self-Assessment
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THE PARTNERSHIP

IS THE PRACTICE

The CEO/chair partnership becomes stronger when it is treated as a regular lead ership practice
rather than an annual hope. It is b uilt in the conversations before the chair term begins, in the
agenda design before the board enters the room, in the clarity of roles before authority becomes
confused, in the risk conversations before a major d ecision creates pressure, and in the honest
human moments b efore silence becomes strain.

That is the deeper invitation of these eight questions. They are not meant to create another
governance checklist that gets completed once and filed away. They are meant to give CEOs and
chairs a shared language for returning to the relationship throughout the year. Where do we
need more trust? Where do we need more clarity? Where is the board ready to think further
ahead? Where are we asking lead ers to make decisions without the right frame? Where are we
consuming board time without creating enough meaning? Where are we avoiding a
conversation that would help the organization grow?

A strong CEO/chair partnership does not ask either leader to collapse into the other’s role. The
CEO remains responsible for leading the organization. The chair remains responsible for helping
the board govern. The board remains the fiduciary body. The strength of the partnership comes
from honoring those distinctions while refusing to let them become walls. The best work
happens when the CEO and chair can stand in their respective responsibilities and still create a
shared field of trust, clarity, and purpose around the board’s work.

For the CEO, this means approaching the chair relationship as part of the architecture of
organizational leadership. It deserves time, preparation, listening, directness, and care. For the
chair, it means seeing the relationship with the CEO as part of the stewardship of the board’s
term of service. A meaningful chair year is not measured only by meetings led or motions passed.
It is measured by whether the board became more focused, more future-ready, more aligned,
and more capable of advancing the mission because of how lead ership was practiced.

For the board, the CEO/chair partnership should be understood as a governance asset. When that

partnership is healthy, the board has a better chance of using its time well, asking stronger
guestions, making clearer decisions, supporting the CEO appropriately, and holding the
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and holding the organization’s future with greater confidence. When that partnership is
neglected, the board may still meet, vote, and receive reports, but the deeper potential of
governance is harder to reach.

The work is not complicated because the concepts are obscure. The work is complicated because
it requires discipline, humility, and consistency from people whose time is limited and whose
roles carry real pressure.

The questions give the CEO and chair a way back to the work when the year gets busy, the
agenda gets crowded, and the relationship starts to run on assumption instead of intention.

They bring the partnership back to what it is meant to serve: a board that governs with purpose, a
CEO who can lead with confidence, a chair whose service has meaning, and an organization
better positioned to advance the mission that called all of them into leadership in the first place.
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